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Since 24 February 2022 Belarus has been an active 
enabler of Russia’s war against Ukraine. The present 
Brief (1) examines the background to this and analyses 
how military cooperation between Russia and Belarus 
has developed since 2020 (2). Back then, following the 
brutal crackdown on the protests contesting the re-
sults of the fraudulent presidential elections, Belarus 
became almost completely isolated from the West. 
As a result, Minsk’s dependence on Russia increased 
substantially, because political, security, logistical 
and financial support from Russia became vital for 
the survival of Lukashenka’s regime. 

The Brief is composed of four main parts. The first 
section provides an overview of the main character-
istics of Russia-Belarus military cooperation before 
the events of 2020. The second part charts the most 
important changes that have taken place in the last 
one and a half years, focusing on the increasingly 
frequent joint exercises and operations held by the 
Russian and Belarusian armed forces, the stationing 
of Russian troops in Belarus, and the deployment of 
Belarusian soldiers in Russian-led missions abroad, 

Summary 

 › Although Belarus previously resisted pres-
sure to deepen military cooperation with 
Russia, after the crackdown on the protests 
that followed the 2020 presidential elec-
tion Alexander Lukashenka has displayed 
less reluctance to engage in closer coop-
eration, indicating his growing dependence 
on Moscow.

 › Military cooperation between Russia and 
Belarus comprises multilateral dimensions, 
including within the institutional frame-
work of the CSTO, and bilateral dimensions, 
in particular in the framework of the Union 
State of Russia and Belarus.

 › Russia has long been pushing Belarus to host 
a permanent military base. In March 2021 
Lukashenka finally agreed to the presence 
of a joint Belarusian-Russian military unit, 
including combat-capable Russian forces.

 › Since 2020 joint Russian-Belarusian mili-
tary manoeuvres have increased signifi-
cantly. The Union Resolve 2022 exercise 
saw the largest ever Russian deployment of 
troops and weaponry to Belarus.  This mas-
sive deployment proved to be the prelude to 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, a war in which 
Belarus is currently playing an active role.

 › The intensification of Russian-Belarusian 
military cooperation has serious regional 
implications, including for the EU’s Eastern 
Partnership initiative.
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as well as the war against Ukraine. The third section 
forecasts the future development of bilateral military 
cooperation between Moscow and Minsk, while the 
last section considers the implications both for the 
European Union and the Eastern Partnership region.

MILITARY COOPERATION 
BEFORE 2020

Institutionalised cooperation
Russia and Belarus have been military allies ever 
since Alexander Lukashenka came to power in 1994. 
There are four different institutional layers of mili-
tary cooperation between Moscow and Minsk, com-
prising two multilateral and two bilateral dimen-
sions. Concerning the first, cooperation in the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) focuses 
mostly on regulatory activities (3), as well as field and 
combat training, including regular live-fire exercises 
held in Russia (4). The second, strategically and opera-
tionally more important framework 
is the Collective Security Treaty 
Organisation (CSTO). Established in 
2002, the organisation has been 
slowly but steadily developing its 
institutional frameworks as well as 
crisis management capabilities. The 
CSTO has five different types of joint 
forces, one of which is the 
Russia-Belarus CSTO Eastern 
European Group of Forces (5). 
However, CSTO forces have never been deployed in a 
real-life combat operation due to a lack of unified 
political will, as well as Russia’s reluctance to deploy 
CSTO troops. The organisation remained on the side-
lines during the Kyrgyz crises of 2005 and 2010, as 
well as during the 2016 and 2020 wars between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia, and even during the 
Tajik-Kyrgyz border crisis in 2021, when two CSTO 
members fought each other. The reluctance of Belarus 
to commit its soldiers to any missions abroad, stem-
ming from the country’s traumatic experiences dur-
ing the Soviet-Afghan war (6), accounted in no small 
degree for the CSTO’s inaction, as did Lukashenka’s 
fears that the CSTO might turn into an instrument for 
Russian intervention that could also one day be used 
against him. 

Bilateral frameworks of military cooperation between 
Moscow and Minsk are close and multi-faceted. 
This is primarily due to the fact that the territory of 
Belarus is of crucial importance to the Kremlin for 
defending the territory and airspace of the Russian 
Federation, including the exclave of Kaliningrad. 

One of the frameworks, the so-called Union State of 
Russia and Belarus, is a unique bilateral organisation, 
established in 1999, which has a well-developed de-
fence policy component. In fact, Belarus has been the 
main beneficiary of cooperation in the framework of 
the Union State, as Moscow has provided it with a 
viable security and defence guarantee: Russian stra-
tegic documents keep emphasising that Moscow con-
siders any armed aggression against the Union State 
as an aggression against Russia (7). Similarly, the mili-
tary doctrine of Belarus, adopted in 2016, puts key 
emphasis on military cooperation with Russia and 
joint defence of the Union State. (8) 

Military cooperation within the Union State includes 
joint defence policy, harmonisation of joint military 
activities, joint use of military infrastructure, coor-
dination in military construction, coordinated bor-
der policy and a number of other issues (9). The Union 
State adopted its first military doctrine in 2001 (10), re-
placed by a new one in 2018.

In addition to this, there are a series of bilateral 
defence-related agreements between the two coun-
tries, which are outside the frameworks of the Union 
State. The most important ones concern the Regional 

Grouping of Forces of Russia and 
Belarus, established in January 
1998, (11) and the Unified Air Defence 
System (12). In the framework of the 
former, should an attack occur, 
the two countries commit to joint-
ly set up the Regional Grouping of 
Forces, (13) an army-sized, combined 
arms formation composed of the 
entirety of Belarus’s armed forces, 
as well as various Russian units, in-

cluding Russia’s 1st Guards Tank Army. (14). The regu-
lar Union Shield exercises are held to practise various 
aspects of this very scenario. Regarding the latter, 
since 2016 the air defence systems of Russia and 
Belarus have been functioning in a fully integrated 
way. In the event of an armed attack, the joint system 
will be commanded by Russia. (15)

Exercises and military presence
Despite the multi-layered, established institutional 
frameworks, before 2020 Lukashenka had consist-
ently resisted pressure from Moscow to further deep-
en military cooperation between the two countries, 
particularly if it would have restrained Minsk’s room 
for manoeuvre in foreign policy.

This stance was particularly visible in the context of 
the military exercises. For a long time Belarusian 
forces have regularly participated in joint military 
exercises with Russia. The largest ones are the quad-
rennial Zapad (West) strategic exercises conducted in 

Belarus is of crucial 
importance to the 

Kremlin for defending 
the territory and 
airspace of the 
Russian Federation.
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Russia’s Western Military District, held since 1999. 
The key premise of the Zapad-2017 exercise was to 
test how Belarus could host Russian military forces, 
should an external attack necessitate such a deploy-
ment. During the Zapad-2017 drills Russia tried to in-
crease the pre-agreed deployment numbers shortly 
before the launch of the exercise, but Minsk firmly 
refused. Furthermore, Belarus invited Western ob-
servers to the exercise, both to ensure transparency 
and also to exclude a scenario whereby Russia could 
use the manoeuvre to cover an invasion of Belarus. 

In terms of military infrastructure, 
Russia has two military installa-
tions on the territory of Belarus, 
both inherited from Soviet times. A 
navy communication transmission 
station, used to communicate with 
submarines, operates at the town of 
Vileyka, and a long-range radar sta-
tion, part of Russia’s early warning 
system, is located near Baranovichi. 
Russia operates both facilities of-
ficially on a lease basis, but free of 
charge (16). According to Russian and Belarusian mili-
tary terminology, neither of these two installations 
qualify as a military base (voennaya baza); instead, 
they are ‘military objects’ (voenniy obyekt).

Russia has long been pushing Belarus to host a per-
manent Russian military base too. However, un-
til 2021 Lukashenka resisted this pressure, because 
a Russian base on Belarusian territory would have 
considerably reduced his leeway in foreign policy 
vis-à-vis the West. Besides, in the post-2014 con-
text a Russian base would have constituted a ma-
jor point of contention in Minsk’s relations with 
Ukraine too. In December 2014 Lukashenka explicitly 
pledged that ‘Belarus would never allow other coun-
tries to use Belarus’ territory for military interven-
tion in Ukraine’ (17). Although between 2013 and 2016 
Russia stationed a number of Sukhoi Su-27 fighters 
on Belarusian airfields, these jets were not there as 
part of any military base, but solely as a temporary 
boost to Belarus’s own, ageing air defence fight-
ers (18). Minsk’s resistance was so effective that when 
NATO established its Enhanced Forward Presence in 
the Baltic States and Poland in 2016, Russia exempted 
Belarusian territory from the military build-up that it 
undertook in reaction to NATO’s eastward expansion 
and the military reinforcements took place only on 
Russian territory, including Kaliningrad (19).

Military-industrial complex dependencies
In addition to all these aspects, there are also ex-
tensive defence industrial ties between Russia and 
Belarus, creating a predominantly asymmetric, but 
still somewhat interdependent relationship between 

Moscow and Minsk. On the one hand, Belarus is 
completely dependent on Russia both as a supplier 
of military hardware and also as the main market for 
the Belarusian military industry. On the other hand, 
there are a number of Belarusian-manufactured mil-
itary products that Russia cannot produce on its own, 
thus it is still dependent on Belarus for certain items 
of military equipment. These include, besides sensors 
and opto-electronic equipment, most important-
ly wheeled chassis produced by the Minsk Wheeled 
Tractor Plant (MZKT), which serve as platforms for 

Russia’s Topol-M (20) and RS-24 Yars 
missiles (21), as well as for some ver-
sions of air defence systems. Trucks 
and tractor-trailers produced by 
another Belarusian automotive fac-
tory, the Minsk Automobile Plant 
(MAZ), are also essential for sev-
eral Russian weapon systems, in-
cluding the Iskander-M missiles 
and S-400 air defence systems. 
Although Russia has made sev-
eral efforts to reduce the depend-
ency of its strategic nuclear forces 

on Belarusian-manufactured chassis (22), so far the 
Russian automotive industry has not succeeded in 
producing a suitable replacement in satisfactory 
numbers (23). Russia’s takeover or merger efforts to 
gain control over these Belarusian companies were 
also unsuccessful. Hence, Russia’s dependence on 
certain Belarusian military industrial products is 
likely to continue.

CHANGES S INCE 2020
Since the crackdown on the protests that followed the 
presidential elections in August 2020 and the subse-
quent isolation of Belarus from the West, substantial 
changes have taken place also in the field of military 
cooperation between Russia and Belarus.

End of the policy of situational neutrality
Even the ongoing transformation of the Belarusian 
political system, reflected in the constitutional re-
form, has a military-related dimension. This is 
particularly so because the new, amended constitu-
tion (24), which was adopted in a referendum held on 
27 February 2022, contains an important change 
compared to the previous Belarusian constitution, 
which stipulated that the country pledges to be a 
nuclear-free zone, and that the state had to be neu-
tral (25). This neutrality has long been interpreted in a 
very flexible way, as Belarus has been a member of 
the Collective Security Treaty of the CIS, and thereaf-
ter the CSTO, since 1994.

Before 2020 
Lukashenka had 

consistently resisted 
pressure from 
Moscow to further 
deepen military 
cooperation between 
the two countries.
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Moreover, as described above, Minsk has had a 
long-standing military alliance with Russia ever 
since the breakup of the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, 
in 2014 Minsk took a neutral stance on the crisis in 
Ukraine; it did not recognise Russia’s illegal annexa-
tion of the Crimea and offered its territory as a site 
for conflict settlement negotiation over the Donbas (26). 
Indeed Belarus even appeared to be somewhat favour-
ably disposed towards Ukraine: Minsk supplied diesel 
fuel to Ukraine and maintained military-industrial 
cooperation too. In other words, this neutrality was 
situational (27) rather than institutional, but until 2020 
it existed at least officially. Hence, it is noteworthy 
that the new constitution removes both the require-
ment of nuclear-free status and of neutrality (28). The 
text was adopted following a referendum held on 27 
February 2022 (29), so this date marks the official end 
of Belarusian neutrality.

Russian military presence in Belarus
After years of resisting the presence of Russian combat 
troops in Belarus, in March 2021 Lukashenka finally 
agreed to the presence of a joint Belarusian-Russian 
military unit in Belarus. This is the Joint Air Defence 
and Air Force Training and Combat Centre, located 
in the Grodno region, to which Lukashenka agreed 
in spring 2021 (30) and which become operational in 
September 2021. The main task of the centre, sub-
ordinated to the Unified Air Defence System, is to 
train both Belarusian and Russian personnel for 
those weapon systems that are soon going to be 
put into service by Belarus, most importantly for 

S-400 air defence missiles and also for the Sukhoi 
Su-30SM fighters (31). Although this centre does not 
qualify as a fully-fledged military base, it contains 
combat-capable Russian weapons (including at least 
two S-400 launchers) now deployed to Belarus. The 
training centre already participated in the Union 
Resolve 2022 exercise (see below).

In addition to the training centre, from September 
2021 Russian fighter jets again started patrolling 
Belarusian airspace, departing from Baranovichi air-
port, together with their Belarusian counterparts, with 
both flying modern Sukhoi Su-30SM multi-purpose 
fighters. Belarus was delivered its first Sukhoi-30s 
in 2019, in order to gradually replace its ageing fleet 
of MiG-29s (32), but so far Minsk has only received a 
handful of them. Hence, joint patrolling of Belarusian 
airspace, as well as conducting training missions (33), is 
not only a political gesture, but also a military neces-
sity amidst the current, heightened tensions between 
Russia, Belarus and the West. Russian Sukhoi-30s 
operate from Belarus on a rotational basis, so their 
presence does not equate to the establishment of 
a military base either. Nevertheless, the fact that 
Russia has now two combat-capable units in Belarus, 
albeit jointly operated ones, is a significant change 
compared to the pre-2020 era.

Russian military manoeuvres in Belarus
Since 2020 joint military maneouvres on Belarusian 
soil have increased significantly both in number and 
in scale. Lukashenka appears to have overcome his 
earlier reluctance to engage in close military cooper-
ation with Russia, indicating his growing dependence 
on Moscow. On 1 September 2021 Lukashenka openly 
declared that Russia and Belarus practically have ‘a 
single army’, and should a war start, they would fight 
jointly (34). A month later, on 2 October 2021 he even 
went further and said that Belarus could become ‘a 
joint military base with Russia’ in case of an external 
attack (35). His remarks demonstrated that the increas-
ingly close military cooperation between Moscow and 
Minsk has political support from the highest level.

Timeline of major  
joint  Russo-Belarusian  
 military exercises

Data: Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation, 2021;  
Jamestown Foundation, 2021; TASS, 2021 & 2022
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Four years after the previous such exercise, in 2021 
Russia held another Zapad strategic exercise, together 
with Belarus. Like its predecessor, Zapad-2021 lasted 
a lot longer and involved significantly more Russian 
forces than officially indicated (36).

From the perspective of Russia-Belarus cooperation 
there were plenty of differences. Most importantly, in 
contrast to his reticence in 2017, in 2021 Lukashenka 
fully supported the exercise and the hosting of larg-
er Russian formations (37). He did not seem to object 
to the threats it could potentially pose to Belarus’s 
Western neighbours, nor did he invite any observers 
from the West (38). 

Instead, he declared during the exercise (39) that in the 
coming years he expects to receive arms from Russia 
worth USD 1 billion, which would include the delivery 
of S-400 air defence systems too.

Russia also dispatched military 
forces to Belarus in the sum-
mer and autumn of 2021, so dur-
ing the migrant crisis on Europe’s 
borders unleashed by Lukashenka 
in an effort to destabilise Poland, 
Lithuania and, to a lesser extent, 
Latvia. Somewhat unusually in a 
migration-related context, instead 
of sending border guards or hu-
manitarian personnel, Russia con-
ducted a number of demonstra-
tive flights by nuclear-capable strategic bombers in 
Belarusian airspace in November-December 2021 (40). 
The Tu-160 and Tupolev Tu-22M3 strategic bomb-
ers were accompanied by jet fighters that Russia had 
supplied to the Belarusian air force. Belarusian and 
Russian Sukhoi-30 fighter jets also conducted joint 
air patrols along the Polish border (41). There was also 
an unannounced joint Russia-Belarus paratrooper 
exercise held in November 2021 close to the border 
with Poland.

The occasional presence of Russian bombers or para-
troopers in Belarus would not have been much of a 
novelty. (42) However, Russia’s military getting so di-
rectly involved in Belarus’s disputes with the West 
was a phenomenon unseen before 2020.

The deployment of Belarusian forces in the first CSTO 
‘peacekeeping’ mission also needs to be mentioned (43). 
Belarus contributed to the operation by deploy-
ing soldiers from its Vitebsk-based 103rd Airborne 
Special Operations Brigade (44), who were airlifted to 
Kazakhstan by the Russian air force. Belarus respond-
ed so quickly to the decision of the CSTO Collective 
Security Council on 6 January that Belarusian troops 
were airlifted out of the country already on the same 
night and started operating in Kazakhstan next 
day (45). On the one hand, the operation again dem-
onstrated the very high level of interoperability 

between Russian and Belarusian forces. On the other 
hand, it abruptly marked a departure from Belarus’s 
decades-long reluctance to deploy its soldiers in 
military missions abroad. As Belarus has clearly not 
forgotten the trauma of Afghanistan, most probably 
the reason that Minsk agreed to supply troops is that 
Lukashenka is no longer in a position to obstruct the 
Kremlin’s ambition to use the CSTO as an instrument 
to advance its own strategic objectives. 

The ‘Union Resolve 2022’ exercise
On 17 January 2022 Russia and Belarus announced that 
major, joint military drills were going to take place 
in Belarus between 10 and 20 February 2022, in the 
framework of the Union State. The exercise, named 
‘Union Resolve 2022’ (Soyuznaya reshimost’ 2022) was 

intended to practise repelling an ex-
ternal attack from the western and 
southern directions. Hence, this 
manoeuvre, unlike Zapad-2021, al-
ready implied Ukraine as a source of 
potential aggression.

Russia moved sizeable forces to 
Belarus, amounting to several 
thousand soldiers, constituting the 
largest-ever Russian deployment of 
troops and weaponry to the country, 
including Iskander missiles, S-400 
air defence systems, dozens of 

T-72B3 tanks, BM-27 Uragan multiple-launch rock-
et systems, engineering vehicles and plenty of other 
heavy equipment. Although the ‘Union Resolve 2022’ 
exercise officially ended on 20 February, Russian 
forces remained in the country after that deadline (46).

Belarus in the war against Ukraine
Russia escalated the limited war it has been conduct-
ing against Ukraine since 2014 into a full-scale inva-
sion on 24 February 2022. Belarus has played a key 
and active role in Russia’s attack from the very be-
ginning, due to a number of reasons. First and fore-
most, Russia has used the territory and infrastructure 
of Belarus as a military platform for its war against 
Ukraine, by operating the troops it had deployed in 
the framework of the ‘Union Resolve’ exercise. A ma-
jor Russian offensive against Kyiv has been launched 
from south-east Belarus. Russian bombers depart 
from Belarus’s Baranovichi and Lida airfields, and 
Russia is also operating a Beriev A-50 airborne ear-
ly warning and control (AEW-C) aircraft from there 
to coordinate its air operations in Ukraine (47). Russia 
has fired several ground-to-ground missiles from 
Belarusian territory and also launched artillery strikes 
from there. In addition to all this, Belarusian armed 

The deployment 
to Kazakhstan 

marked a departure 
from Belarus’s 
decades-long 
reluctance to commit 
its soldiers to military 
missions abroad.
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forces are providing the advancing Russian army with 
full logistical and military medical support. 

While at the time of writing it is yet unclear whether 
Minsk has also deployed combat troops to Ukraine, 
the enabling role Belarus has been playing in Russia’s 
war clearly makes the country an integral part of 
the conflict. Somewhat paradoxically, Belarus’s new 
constitution, which abolished the country’s neu-
trality, was adopted only on 27 February, thus three 
days after its neutrality de facto ceased to exist due 
to Belarus’s active participation in Russia’s war 
against Ukraine.

LIKELY FUTURE TRENDS 
OF RUSSIA-BELARUS 
MILITARY COOPERATION
The deepening of military cooperation between Russia 
and Belarus is an open-ended project. Several more 
exercises and unannounced rapid deployments of 
Russian forces are likely to take place, both in order 
to further improve interoperability (48) and also to put 
pressure on the West, in the same way as happened 
in the autumn of 2021. 

It is unlikely that Russia will give 
up its long-standing plan to estab-
lish a fully-fledged military base in 
Belarus either. Meanwhile, if forc-
es deployed as part of the Union 
Resolve-2022 exercise and now in 
the war against Ukraine remain in 
Belarus, either fully or partially, this 
will constitute a de facto lasting and 
indefinite Russian military presence 
in Belarus, despite the official ab-
sence of a permanent military base. Further transfer 
of military hardware is also highly likely, particularly 
taking into account the obsolete equipment of most 
Belarusian units, and especially of the air force.

While exploiting Belarus’s growing dependence on 
Russia, Moscow will probably keep striving to re-
duce its dependence on Belarus-manufactured mili-
tary hardware, concerning particularly the Strategic 
Rocket Forces. Hence, further takeover or merger ef-
forts are likely, aimed primarily at Belarus’s MZKT 
and MAZ factories, but also targeting several smaller 
military industrial enterprises.

The intensifying Russian-Belarusian military coop-
eration has serious regional implications. Regarding 
the EU and NATO, the presence of Russia’s S-400 
air defence missiles in the Grodno region, close to 
the Polish border, means a considerable extension 

of Russia’s ability to cover the airspace of parts of 
Poland and Lithuania, and thus deny air traffic there 
in the event of an armed conflict against NATO. As 
soon as Belarus receives its own S-400s, this threat 
is going to grow further. It is also highly likely that 
Russia will deploy significant signal intelligence and 
electronic warfare capabilities to Belarus. 

Moreover, the more Russian land forces are present in 
Belarus and the faster further units can be deployed 
to the country, the possibility of Russia closing the 
Suwalki Gap becomes a more plausible scenario (49). 
Lithuania openly considers the presence of Russian 
troops in Belarus as a threat (50).

In addition to all these elements, based on the suc-
cess of the deployment of Rapid Reaction Forces to 
Kazakhstan in January 2022, it is highly likely that 
CSTO will be more active in addressing future poten-
tial crises in its area of operation. By doing so, it may 
well serve as a conduit for Russia to strengthen and 
solidify its influence over the CSTO member states, 
including Belarus.

Last, but not least, the growing dependence of 
Belarus on Russia will also affect the EU’s Eastern 
Partnership initiative vis-à-vis both Belarus and the 
wider region. As was demonstrated already in 2020, 
Russia is ready to step up against any political move-
ment that would endanger its strategic positions and 

interests in Belarus. The deepening 
bilateral military cooperation pro-
vides additional motivation for this, 
as well as tools and means to inter-
fere in Belarus’s domestic affairs, 
if necessary. In other words, the 
closer the military cooperation be-
tween Moscow and Minsk becomes, 
the lower will be the chances of the 
Belarusian democratic opposition 
having a meaningful influence on 
how the domestic political situation 

in the country evolves. 

Closer military cooperation between Russia and 
Belarus is likely to also affect the wider Eastern 
Partnership region. The more successful Russia is 
in employing its military forces to achieve politi-
cal gains, the weaker the soft power-based influ-
ence of the EU may become. This will be particularly 
the case now that Russia has attacked Ukraine, be-
cause the war demonstrates both the inability of the 
EU and NATO to directly outmatch Russia’s military 
might, and their unwillingness to risk a confronta-
tion with Russia.

Closer military 
cooperation 

between Russia 
and Belarus is 
likely to also affect 
the wider Eastern 
Partnership region.
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CONCLUSIONS
As of early 2022, Belarus has become a closer mili-
tary ally of Russia than it has ever been. Although 
Russia still does not have a permanent military 
base on Belarusian soil, the presence of Russian 
combat-capable forces on Belarusian territory is al-
ready established. The interoperability of Russian and 
Belarusian forces is constantly improving, and, as 
demonstrated both by the Zapad-2021 exercise and by 
the CSTO deployment to Kazakhstan, is already at a 
very high level. Lukashenka has not only backtracked 
on his earlier reluctance to allow Belarusian territory 
to be used as a launching pad for an attack against 
Ukraine, but since 24 February 2022 Belarus has been 
taking an active part in the war. Moreover, the grow-
ing Russian military presence in Belarus constitutes a 
threat also to the EU and NATO, but this is no longer 
a matter of concern for Minsk, in contrast to its at-
titude prior to 2020.

Russia’s growing military influence over Belarus, in-
cluding the likely stationing of Russian forces, will 
negatively affect the security of the whole region. 
This is particularly true regarding the possibility of 
Russian nuclear-capable weapon systems, such as 
Iskander-missiles deployed in Belarus. Russian mili-
tary presence will inevitably further weaken the al-
ready very limited possibilities of the EU’s Eastern 
Partnership initiative in the country. It will also in-
crease pressure on the Baltic States and Poland by 
considerably shortening the available reaction time 
in the event of any NATO-Russia confrontation. 
Moreover, the stationing of Russian forces will enable 
Moscow to considerably strengthen its intelligence 
and anti-access and area denial (A2AD) capabilities. 

The deepening of military cooperation is unlikely to 
be reversed. Instead, Belarus is apparently on the way 
to becoming a de facto extension of Russia’s Western 
Military District. Hence, all in all, the official removal 
of neutrality from the new constitution of Belarus is 
only rubberstamping a reality that Belarus has been 
rapidly heading towards since 2020, and that has now 
materialised violently and dramatically following the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine.

References

 (1) Background research for the present study has been conducted with the support 
of research grant No. 129243., entitled ‘Tradition and Flexibility in Russia’s 
Security and Defense Policy’, provided by the National Research, Development 
and Innovation Office of Hungary. 

 (2) Concerning research methodology, it needs to be taken into account that 
most of the actual primary sources that document military cooperation 
between Belarus and Russia are classified, and thus are not accessible 
for analysis. Consequently, this study follows an inductive approach by 
focusing on the particular outputs of this military cooperation and seeks 
to draw more general conclusions from them.

 (3) Ministerstvo Oborony Respubliki Belarus, ‘Voennoe sotrudnichestvo v 
ramkakh SNG’[Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Belarus, ‘Military 
cooperation in CIS frameworks’] (https://www.mil.by/ru/military_
policy/international/cooperation_sng/). 

 (4) CIS internet portal, ‘Voennoe sotrudnichestvo gosudarstv Sodruzhestva: 
kurs na ukreplenie mira i bezopasnosti’ [‘Military cooperation of CIS 
member states: towards strengthening peace and solidarity’] (https://e-
cis.info/cooperation/2829/90294/). 

 (5) Lavrov, A.,  Stepovoy, B. and Ramm, A.,‘Vsemi mirotvortsami: kakie sili 
perebroshenni v Kazahstan [‘By all peacekeepers: what forces did they 
bring to Kazakhstan’], Izvestia, 6 January 2022 (https://iz.ru/1273928/
anton-lavrov-bogdan-stepovoi-aleksei-ramm/vsemi-mirotvortcami-
kakie-sily-perebrosheny-v-kazakhstan). 

 (6) Astapenia, R., ‘Afghanistan veterans in Belarus: Soldiers of forgotten 
war’, Belarus Digest, February 2013 (https://belarusdigest.com/
story/afghanistan-veterans-in-belarus-soldiers-of-forgotten-
war/?print=pdf).

 (7) Marin, A., ‘The Union State of Belarus and Russia: Myths and realities of 
political-military integration’,  Vilnius Institute for Policy Analysis, 2020 
(https://vilniusinstitute.lt/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Anais-Marin-
Union-State-of-Belarus-and-Russia.pdf).  See also Article 19 of the 2014 
Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation: Elektronniy fond pravovikh 
i normativno-technichesskikh dokumentov, ‘Voennaya doktrina 
Rossiyskoy Federatsii’ [Electronic fund of legal and normative-technical 
documents, ‘Military doctrine of the Russian Federation’], 25 December 
2014 (https://docs.cntd.ru/document/420246589).  

 (8) Racz, A., ‘Friends will be friends: the new military doctrine of Belarus’, 
in Coping with Complexity in the Euro-Atlantic Community and Beyond  – The 
Riga Conference 2016 Papers, Latvian Institute of International Affairs, 
Riga, 2016 (https://liia.lv/en/publications/coping-with-complexity-
in-the-euro-atlantic-community-and-beyond-riga-conference-
papers-2016-551). 

 (9) ‘The Union State of Belarus and Russia: Myths and realities of political-
military integration’, op.cit., p. 7.

 (10) Visshiy Gosudarstvenniy Soviet Soyuznovo Gosudarstva, ‘Postanovlenie 
ot 26 dekabrya 2001 goda N.8. O Voennoy Doktrine Soyuznovo 
Gosudarstva’,  Elektronniy fond pravovikh i normativno-technichesskikh 
dokumentov [Supreme State Council of the Union State,  ‘Decree of 
26 December 2001 No. 8 On the Military Doctrine of the Union State’, 
Electronic fund of legal and normative-technical documents], 26 
December 2001 (https://docs.cntd.ru/document/456089527).

 (11) ‘Reshenie No. 4. Visshevo Sovieta Coyuza Belarusi i Rossii O Kontseptsii 
covmestnoy oboronnoy politiki Belarusi i Rossii (prinyato 22.01.1998)’ 
[Resolution No. 4. Of the Supreme Soviet of Russia and Belarus on the 
concept of joint defence policy of Belarus and Russia], Conventions.ru, 7 
May 2021 (https://conventions.ru/view_base.php?id=16792). 

 (12) Estonian Foreign Intelligence Service, International Security and Estonia 
2021, 2021, p.54 (https://www.valisluureamet.ee/doc/raport/2021-en.
pdf).

 (13) ‘Reshenie No. 4. Visshevo Sovieta Coyuza Belarusi i Rossii’, op.cit. 

 (14) International Security and Estonia 2021, op. cit., p. 54. 

 (15) Ibid. 

 (16) Facon, I., ‘Russian military presence in the Eastern Partnership 
countries’, Directorate-General for External Policies, European 
Parliament, June 2016 (https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/108547/
Russia%20military%20in%20EaP_Workshop.pdf).

 (17) van der Togt, T., ‘Belarus’ security concerns: prospects for a more 
neutral course between Russia and the west?’, Clingendael Institute, 
2017, p. 15 (https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/resrep05463.6.pdf).

 (18) International Security and Estonia 2021, p.58.

 (19) ‘Belarus’ security concerns: prospects for a more neutral course between 
Russia and the west?’, op.cit., p.16.

 (20) MZKT, ‘Shassi dlya “Topolya”’ [‘Chassis for the “Topol”’] (https://www.
mzkt.by/about/history/166/).  

 (21) Tuchkov, V., ‘“Yars” s belorusskim aktsentom’”, [‘“Yars” with a 
Belarusian accent’], Voenno-promishlenniy kurier, 4 August 2020  (https://
vpk-news.ru/articles/58061). 

https://www.mil.by/ru/military_policy/international/cooperation_sng/
https://www.mil.by/ru/military_policy/international/cooperation_sng/
https://e-cis.info/cooperation/2829/90294/
https://e-cis.info/cooperation/2829/90294/
https://vilniusinstitute.lt/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Anais-Marin-Union-State-of-Belarus-and-Russia.pdf
https://vilniusinstitute.lt/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Anais-Marin-Union-State-of-Belarus-and-Russia.pdf
https://docs.cntd.ru/document/420246589
https://liia.lv/en/publications/coping-with-complexity-in-the-euro-atlantic-community-and-beyond-riga-conference-papers-2016-551
https://liia.lv/en/publications/coping-with-complexity-in-the-euro-atlantic-community-and-beyond-riga-conference-papers-2016-551
https://liia.lv/en/publications/coping-with-complexity-in-the-euro-atlantic-community-and-beyond-riga-conference-papers-2016-551
https://docs.cntd.ru/document/456089527
https://conventions.ru/view_base.php?id=16792
https://www.valisluureamet.ee/doc/raport/2021-en.pdf
https://www.valisluureamet.ee/doc/raport/2021-en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/108547/Russia%20military%20in%20EaP_Workshop.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/108547/Russia%20military%20in%20EaP_Workshop.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/resrep05463.6.pdf
https://vpk-news.ru/articles/58061
https://vpk-news.ru/articles/58061


8

András rácz

Published by the European Union Institute 
for Security Studies. 
Printed in Luxembourg by the Publications Office 
of the European Union. 

isBn 978-92-9462-090-3   
cAtAlogue numBer Qn-AK-22-004-en-c   
issn 2599-8943   
doi 10.2815/701690

isBn 978-92-9462-089-7   
cAtAlogue numBer Qn-AK-22-004-en-n   
issn 2315-1110   
doi 10.2815/626475

print

online
Cover image credit:  Alex Kondratiev/Unsplash

 (22) Zakvasin, A., ‘Obespechit’ nezavisimost’ yadernikh sil: pochemu Moskva 
otkazivaetsya ot belorusskikh shassi dlya raketnikh kompleksov’ 
[‘Securing the independence of nuclear forces: why Russia refuses 
Belarusian chassis for missile systems’], RT na russkom, 13 September 
2018 (https://russian.rt.com/russia/article/553913-rossiya-oborona-
mzkt-shassi). 

 (23) Privalov, A., ‘Mnogostradalnie tyagachi. Ob importozameshchenii shassi 
dlya Raketnikh voysk strategichesskovo naznacheniya’ [‘Long-suffering 
tractors: About import substitution of the chassis for Strategic Rocket 
Forces’], Voenno-promishlenniy kurier, 25 August 2020 (https://vpk-news.
ru/articles/58320). 

 (24) Natsionalny pravovoy internet-portal Respubiliki Belarus, ‘Proekt 
izmeneniy i dopolneniy Konstitutsii Respubliki Belarus dlya 
vsenarodnovo obsuzhdeniya [National legal internet portal of the 
Republic of Belarus, ‘Draft on the amendments and additions to the 
Constitution of the Republic of Belarus for all-national referendum’], 27 
December 2021 (https://pravo.by/document/pdf/konstitutija_rb_proekt_
izmenenij_27_dek_2021). 

 (25) Natsionalny pravovoy internet-portal Respubiliki Belarus, ‘Konstitutsiya 
Respubliki Belarus’ [Constitution of the Republic of Belarus]’, Statya 18 
[Article 18] (https://pravo.by/pravovaya-informatsiya/normativnye-
dokumenty/konstitutsiya-respubliki-belarus/). 

 (26) Kłysiński, K., ‘(Un)realistic neutrality. Attempts to redefine Belarus’ 
foreign policy’, Commentary, OSW, 28 June 2018 (https://www.osw.waw.
pl/sites/default/files/commentary_276.pdf).  

 (27) Klymenko, V., ‘The future of Belarus’ “situational neutrality” in foreign 
policy’,  Commentary, Italian Institute for International Political Studies, 
5 August  2020 (https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/future-
belarus-situational-neutrality-foreign-policy-27111). 

 (28) ‘Proekt izmeneniy i dopolneniy Konstitutsii Respubliki Belarus dlya 
vsenarodnovo obsuzhdeniya’, op.cit.

 (29) ’Belarus referendum approves proposal to renounce non-nuclear status 
– agencies’, Reuters, 28 February 2022 (https://www.reuters.com/world/
europe/launchpad-russias-assault-ukraine-belarus-holds-referendum-
renounce-non-nuclear-2022-02-27/).

 (30) Sivitsky, A., ‘Lukashenka agrees to joint air patrols and training centers 
with Russia, but still opposes military base (Part Two)’, Eurasia Daily 
Monitor, Vol. 18, No 75, Jamestown Foundation, 11 May 2021 (https://
jamestown.org/program/lukashenka-agrees-to-joint-air-patrols-and-
training-centers-with-russia-but-still-opposes-military-base-part-
two/). 

 (31) Sivitsky, A., ‘Amidst Zapad 2021 exercise, Russia and Belarus establish 
joint air-defense and air force training and combat center’, Eurasia 
Daily Monitor, Vol 18, No 142, Jamestown Foundation, 20 September 2021 
(https://jamestown.org/program/amidst-zapad-2021-exercise-russia-
and-belarus-establish-joint-air-defense-and-air-force-training-and-
combat-center/).

 (32) ‘Could the Su-30SM become Belarus’ next primary fighter jet? More 
acquisitions highly possible’, Military Watch, 12 September 2021 (https://
militarywatchmagazine.com/article/Su30SM-Belarus-next-primary-
fighter). 

 (33) ‘Amidst Zapad 2021 exercise, Russia and Belarus establish joint air-
defense and air force training and combat center’, op.cit. 

 (34) Klapper, R., ‘Alexander Lukashenko says Belarus, Russia have “a single 
army”, would fight together in war’, Newsweek, 1 September 2021 
(https://www.newsweek.com/alexander-lukashenko-says-belarus-
russia-have-single-army-would-fight-together-war-1625160). 

 (35) ‘Belarus can turn into joint military base with Russia in case of 
aggression – Lukashenko’, TASS, 2 October 2021 (https://tass.com/
world/1345023). 

 (36) Boulegue, M., ‘Russia’s Zapad-21: Lessons learned’, Center for European 
Policy Analysis, 20 September 2021 (https://cepa.org/russias-zapad-21-
lessons-learned/).

 (37) Kofman, M.,  ‘Zapad 2021: What we learned from Russia’s massive 
military drills’, The Moscow Times, 23 September 2021 (https://www.
themoscowtimes.com/2021/09/23/zapad-2021-what-we-learned-from-
russias-massive-military-drills-a75127). 

 (38) ‘Russia’s Zapad-21: Lessons learned’, op.cit.

 (39) Whitmore, B., ‘Russian-Belarusian military merger accelerates on 
NATO’s eastern flank’, Belarus Alert, Atlantic Council blog, 15 September 
2021 (https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/belarusalert/russian-
belarusian-military-merger-accelerates-on-natos-eastern-flank/). 

 (40) ‘Russian strategic bombers patrol over Belarus amid high regional 
tensions’, RFE/RL, 18 December 2021 (https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-
bombers-patrol-belarus/31615484.html);  ‘Russia sends nuclear-capable 
bombers on patrol over Belarus for second day amid migration crisis’, 
ABC News, 11 November 2021 (https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-
11-12/russia-sends-nuclear-capable-bombers-on-patrol-over-
belarus/100614600). 

 (41) ‘Russian, Belarusian Su-30SM fighters perform joint air patrol over 
Belarus’s state border’, TASS, 25 November 2021 (https://tass.com/
defense/1366409). 

 (42) For example, Russian Tu-160 bombers participated in the ‘Slavic 
brotherhood’ exercise in Belarus in 2020: Ministry of Defense of the 
Russian Federation, ‘Six Russian Tu-22 long-range bombers carried 
out bombing at the Ruzhansky range in Belarus’, 23 September 2020   
(https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12315812@
egNews&_print=true). 

 (43) Bullock, T. and Fiorenza, N., ‘Kazakhstan deployment demonstrates 
Russia’s rapid reaction capabilities’, Jane’s, 11 January 2022 (https://
www.janes.com/defence-news/news-detail/kazakhstan-deployment-
demonstrates-russias-rapid-reaction-capabilities).

 (44) ‘Vsemi mirotvortsami: kakie sili perebroshenni v Kazahstan’ [By all 
peacekeepers: what forces did they bring to Kazakhstan], op.cit. 

 (45) Korenev, E., ‘Mirotvortsi ODKB v Kazahstane: Detali operatsii i 
perspektivi bloka’ [CSTO peacekeepers in Kazakhstan: Details of the 
operation and prospects for the bloc’], Evraziya Ekspert, 12 January 2022 
(https://eurasia.expert/mirotvortsy-odkb-v-kazakhstane-detali-i-
perspektivy/). 

 (46) ‘Russian troops to remain in Belarus indefinitely amid fears of Ukraine 
invasion ’, LRT.lt, 21 February 2022 (https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-
english/19/1620275/russian-troops-to-remain-in-belarus-indefinitely-
amid-fears-of-ukraine-invasion).

 (47) Ripley,  T., ’ Ukraine conflict: Belarus-based A-50 AEW&C aircraft lead 
Russian air offensive on Ukraine’, Jane’s, 28 February 2022 (https://
www.janes.com/defence-news/news-detail/ukraine-conflict-belarus-
based-a-50-aewc-aircraft-lead-russian-air-offensive-on-ukraine).

 (48) ‘Russian-Belarusian military merger accelerates on NATO’s eastern 
flank’, op.cit.

 (49) Wesolowsky, T., ‘Russian military creep in Belarus raises security 
alarms’, RFE/RL, 4 October 2020 (https://www.rferl.org/a/russian-
military-creep-in-belarus-raises-security-alarms/30874178.html).

 (50) Westendarp, L., ‘Russian troops in Belarus are “direct threat to 
Lithuania”, defense minister says’, Politico, 19 January 2022 (https://
www.politico.eu/article/russian-troops-in-belarus-are-direct-threat-
to-lithuania-defense-minister/).

https://russian.rt.com/russia/article/553913-rossiya-oborona-mzkt-shassi
https://russian.rt.com/russia/article/553913-rossiya-oborona-mzkt-shassi
https://vpk-news.ru/articles/58320
https://vpk-news.ru/articles/58320
https://pravo.by/document/pdf/konstitutija_rb_proekt_izmenenij_27_dek_2021
https://pravo.by/document/pdf/konstitutija_rb_proekt_izmenenij_27_dek_2021
https://pravo.by/pravovaya-informatsiya/normativnye-dokumenty/konstitutsiya-respubliki-belarus/
https://pravo.by/pravovaya-informatsiya/normativnye-dokumenty/konstitutsiya-respubliki-belarus/
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/commentary_276.pdf
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/commentary_276.pdf
https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/future-belarus-situational-neutrality-foreign-policy-27111
https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/future-belarus-situational-neutrality-foreign-policy-27111
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/launchpad-russias-assault-ukraine-belarus-holds-referendum-renounce-non-nuclear-2022-02-27/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/launchpad-russias-assault-ukraine-belarus-holds-referendum-renounce-non-nuclear-2022-02-27/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/launchpad-russias-assault-ukraine-belarus-holds-referendum-renounce-non-nuclear-2022-02-27/
https://jamestown.org/program/lukashenka-agrees-to-joint-air-patrols-and-training-centers-with-russia-but-still-opposes-military-base-part-two/
https://jamestown.org/program/lukashenka-agrees-to-joint-air-patrols-and-training-centers-with-russia-but-still-opposes-military-base-part-two/
https://jamestown.org/program/lukashenka-agrees-to-joint-air-patrols-and-training-centers-with-russia-but-still-opposes-military-base-part-two/
https://jamestown.org/program/lukashenka-agrees-to-joint-air-patrols-and-training-centers-with-russia-but-still-opposes-military-base-part-two/
https://jamestown.org/program/amidst-zapad-2021-exercise-russia-and-belarus-establish-joint-air-defense-and-air-force-training-and-combat-center/
https://jamestown.org/program/amidst-zapad-2021-exercise-russia-and-belarus-establish-joint-air-defense-and-air-force-training-and-combat-center/
https://jamestown.org/program/amidst-zapad-2021-exercise-russia-and-belarus-establish-joint-air-defense-and-air-force-training-and-combat-center/
https://militarywatchmagazine.com/article/Su30SM-Belarus-next-primary-fighter
https://militarywatchmagazine.com/article/Su30SM-Belarus-next-primary-fighter
https://militarywatchmagazine.com/article/Su30SM-Belarus-next-primary-fighter
https://www.newsweek.com/alexander-lukashenko-says-belarus-russia-have-single-army-would-fight-together-war-1625160
https://www.newsweek.com/alexander-lukashenko-says-belarus-russia-have-single-army-would-fight-together-war-1625160
https://tass.com/world/1345023
https://tass.com/world/1345023
https://cepa.org/russias-zapad-21-lessons-learned/
https://cepa.org/russias-zapad-21-lessons-learned/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/09/23/zapad-2021-what-we-learned-from-russias-massive-military-drills-a75127
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/09/23/zapad-2021-what-we-learned-from-russias-massive-military-drills-a75127
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/09/23/zapad-2021-what-we-learned-from-russias-massive-military-drills-a75127
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-bombers-patrol-belarus/31615484.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-bombers-patrol-belarus/31615484.html
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-11-12/russia-sends-nuclear-capable-bombers-on-patrol-over-belarus/100614600
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-11-12/russia-sends-nuclear-capable-bombers-on-patrol-over-belarus/100614600
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-11-12/russia-sends-nuclear-capable-bombers-on-patrol-over-belarus/100614600
https://tass.com/defense/1366409
https://tass.com/defense/1366409
https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12315812@egNews&_print=true
https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12315812@egNews&_print=true
https://eurasia.expert/mirotvortsy-odkb-v-kazakhstane-detali-i-perspektivy/
https://eurasia.expert/mirotvortsy-odkb-v-kazakhstane-detali-i-perspektivy/
https://www.janes.com/defence-news/news-detail/ukraine-conflict-belarus-based-a-50-aewc-aircraft-lead-russian-air-offensive-on-ukraine
https://www.janes.com/defence-news/news-detail/ukraine-conflict-belarus-based-a-50-aewc-aircraft-lead-russian-air-offensive-on-ukraine
https://www.janes.com/defence-news/news-detail/ukraine-conflict-belarus-based-a-50-aewc-aircraft-lead-russian-air-offensive-on-ukraine
https://www.rferl.org/a/russian-military-creep-in-belarus-raises-security-alarms/30874178.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russian-military-creep-in-belarus-raises-security-alarms/30874178.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/russian-troops-in-belarus-are-direct-threat-to-lithuania-defense-minister/
https://www.politico.eu/article/russian-troops-in-belarus-are-direct-threat-to-lithuania-defense-minister/
https://www.politico.eu/article/russian-troops-in-belarus-are-direct-threat-to-lithuania-defense-minister/

